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GLOSSARY


IN HONOUR OF THE AUTHOR HÉLÈNE VAN BEEK

This is the English translation of the Dutch book on youth care that was published in 2020 under the title ‘Kinderen van de Staat.1 The translation is mainly intended for readers in Europe and also a tribute to the journalistic work of the author Hélène van Beek (1964–2022).
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Hélène van Beek worked as an investigative journalist, and was a member of the VVOJ (Dutch association of investigative journalists). She worked for Dutch daily newspapers (e.g. Trouw) as well as for the television shows Zembla and ‘Witteman Ontdekt’ (VARA television). From 2010 onwards, she made reports for Argos (investigative journalism VPRO radio) and before that she reported for daily newspaper ‘De Gelderlander’ for 18 years. Van Beek studied contemporary history and press history at Radboud University Nijmegen, after which she took a postgraduate course in journalism for academics. She worked on this shocking publication for three years, while consulting the current literature, interviewing many young people and their parents, as well as experts in youth care, juvenile lawyers and judges. Through many requests for information under the Government Information (Public Access) Act (WOB), she uncovered secret information and even more shocking were the parts that had been redacted. After investigating tenders in the youth care market — it is a market — shady practices came to light and, as it turns out, profits take precedence over the welfare of young people. Meanwhile, several scandals as described in this book have also been made public and are being discussed in the political arena.

1   H. van Beek, Kinderen van de Staat. Jeugdzorg in ademnood (Baarn, Nobel Boeken 2020)


FROM THE PUBLISHER

In the Netherlands, minors who are under state supervision or have been placed out of home at the order of the courts are what is known as Wards of State. The research project and book were the initiative of Martijn van Rheenen, entrepreneur and himself an experience expert on being a youth care child. The research concerns the situation since the system changed in 2015. All the abuses and cases identified over the last eight years are still current. Even more so than ever, because abuses tend to accumulate and government oversight and control from 2015 onwards are completely lacking. Irrespective of their type of problem, adolescents are not safe from the Dutch state.

As a result, this is not a ‘nice’ book, but rather one filled with injustices (‘zwartboek’). The book provides a large amount of clarity on the state of affairs in Dutch youth care. A string of harrowing cases show how major and gross mistakes are being made at every stage of youth care in the Netherlands; from the initial assessment of a certain situation, to the lack of proper psychiatric diagnosis regarding the children involved, to the too-rapid out-of-home placement of children, separating them from their parents and usually also from siblings in cases where these are placed in different facilities. These children end up in market organisations that are focused on making a profit. By the time they are 18, they are no longer wards of state and are released out on to the streets — with nothing: their family ties often destroyed, homeless and without any help.

In the Netherlands, more children end up in foster homes or care institutions than anywhere else in the world. The Netherlands is the ‘champion’ of out-of-home placements and closed care admissions of children. Every year, around 3,000 children are admitted to a closed youth care facility, under the regime known as JeugdzorgPlus. Institutions that could effortlessly double as prisons. The number of out-of-home placements, currently at 46,000, have increased rather than decreased. According to data from only a few years ago, in the Netherlands, around 420 children for every 5 million inhabitants were being admitted to closed care facilities. In Denmark, a comparable country, this was only 5 children per 5 million inhabitants, while in Belgium this was 15 per 5 million and in Germany 80 per 5 million. Since then, the Dutch numbers have only increased. This score is not slightly worse, it is a great deal worse. The Netherlands tops Europe in terms of numbers of adolescents in closed facilities. The youth care supervisory board has already proclaimed, loud and clear, that it lacks the capacity needed to exercise adequate supervision. As a result, more and more children are finding themselves under lock and key by order of the court and are quite literally the ones paying the price. Children’s rights are systematically being violated, in all possible ways: the right to family, the right to mental and physical health care, the right to disability care, the right to carry their family name, the right to equality, the right to a healthy life, the right to physical exercise and recreation, the right to education, the right to an opinion, the right to protection from abuse and violence, and the right to healthy food.

The Dutch version of this book found its way to all the ministries involved, and to all the MPs with youth care in their portfolio. The book featured during hearings in the Dutch House of Representatives. With the cooperation of the foundation ‘Het Vergeten Kind’ [the forgotten child, ed.], all Dutch municipal council members — close to 8,000 local politicians — received a free e-book copy. A second edition was issued that same year and book sales continued in the years that followed; and the book was also used in youth care teaching courses, amongst other things.

In the NOS news broadcast of 12 June 2019, the Committee investigating violence in youth care [Commissie Onderzoek naar Geweld in de Jeugdzorg], led by Micha de Winter, presented its report in 3 volumes and 16 appendices, totalling close to 3000 pages. Its conclusion: 75% of children in youth care have been subjected to physical, mental or sexual violence.1 Parliament acknowledged the report’s findings and, not for the first time, proclaimed to be ‘shocked and astounded’. In recognition of the problem, the government came up with the simplest of solutions: all children who were a victim of violence or abuse while they had been a ward of state were to receive EUR 5,000.

Thus, over the past two years (2021–2022), under this two-year government compensation scheme, intended for the thousands of children in youth care who had suffered abuse, while others had been compelled into forced labour, over 20,000 victims of sexual abuse in youth care have applied for financial compensation. Maltreatments took place at both foster homes and care institutions. The amount of five thousand euros was meant as an initial compensation for the victims.2 This money, however, will not fix the trauma suffered in youth care. Since the liberal policies of the past decade, the Dutch Government seems to knows the price of absolutely everything and the value of next to nothing.

The 2019 report is just one of the reports published over the past decade on the abuses in youth care. In 2012, already, there was the Samson Committee report on sexual violence in youth care institutions, and the Deetman Committee, two years before that, reporting about widespread sexual abuse within the Roman Catholic Church, as well as in Catholic boarding schools. All these reports deal with the same issues — about power, abuse and cover-ups. Whenever such a report is published, stating how much damage children have suffered in the various care homes, the same thing always seems to happen: there are immediate apologies from the organisations responsible — occasionally a shocked minister shows remorse — followed by a media campaign to ensure that the storm blows over as quickly as possible.

Bureaucracy is stifling youth care. ‘Organised Impotence’ is both the title and the conclusion of a report by the Netherlands Court of Audit, the auditor of government spending. No one is taking the lead to get the youth protection system on the right track again, none of those involved are working on a solution, all parties are pointing to each other. Youth protection in the Netherlands is not functioning because of such organised impotence. The Court of Audit has stated it has no confidence in the Dutch Cabinet’s reform plans. In practice, services and government authorities fail in implementation — and, thus, government ministers also fail. After all, they are responsible for the functioning of the ecosystem within which municipalities, youth protectors, children’s judges, care providers, the Child Care and Protection Board and Veilig Thuis [Dutch aid organisation on domestic violence and child abuse, ed.] have to arrange the care for the Netherlands’ most vulnerable children.

Unfortunately, there are also other things going wrong in the Netherlands, things that, once again, result in children being the victims. There was the scandal of the Dutch Tax and Customs Administration keeping a blacklist — which is against the law. Hundreds of thousands of citizens and companies unknowingly ended up on those lists, including close to 2,000 children! These blacklists from the tax department were related to fraud. This could be actually detected fraud but also merely a suspicion of fraud. A person could become blacklisted by an anonymous tip, after which the tax department would reclaim one or more years of child benefit payments, often unfounded. It is estimated that the government ordered nearly 2,000 children to be removed from their parental homes, as a result of around 60,000 families having been blacklisted due to the impact of stress and the poverty trap. Supposedly ‘for the good of the children’ and because parents were powerless to do anything about it.

Even worse, the government was aware of these abuses and, for years, lied about it to the House of Representatives. This scandal only came to light thanks to the intensive ‘detective work’ by two MPs, Renske Leyten and Pieter Omtzigt. MP Pieter Omtzigt, who is also the recent founder of the new political party ‘Nieuw Sociaal Contract’ [new social contract, ed.] characterised the issue as follows, in the House of Representatives: ‘The Netherlands is a banana monarchy’. In a lecture in Nieuwpoort, the Dutch parliamentary news centre, he stated: ‘The Dutch Tax and Customs Administration has structurally violated 13 laws, and probably many more — you should try that! This may land citizens in a Kafkaesque situation. I cannot stress enough how disastrous it is in a constitutional state if one of the strong arms of government (tax department, police, army) structurally and unabashedly is breaking the law.’3 Things could be worse, Pieter Omtzigt concluded: ‘The children who were placed out of home in the context of the ‘social security supplements scandal’ [toeslagenaffaire, ed.] could not be traced or contacted because of the EU General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). The law was changed only very recently, for this purpose, a process that took place excruciatingly slow. When we look at who the personal data of the people affected by this scandal were shared with, this is truly a scandal in itself: here, the government seems to be mostly protecting itself, hiding behind the GDPR. Because if a child had been placed out of home for a certain period of time — often after only one year —the outlook was that it would not be returned to its parental home. To then wait for yet another 1.5 years to provide help is downright bizarre.’

FOUNDATION ‘JUSTICE WARDS OF STATE’

For the many current abuses in youth care, justice must be obtained elsewhere. If not via Dutch law, then through the European Union and EU law. The rights violations must be addressed at the highest national political and legal level. If that fails, EU law needs to provide the solution. This English edition is intended as a basic dossier and to communicate the facts to the European Community.

Where to start? Achieving any real impact requires something more drastic than poking a few fingers at a petrified system in which many people are trying their best but are bound hand and foot by impossible rules, flawed functionalities and an overwhelming amount of bureaucracy. Where politics and national government have failed— not for the first time in 21st century Netherlands, there is only one tried and tested way of pursuing justice: the courts. It is that kind of solution towards which the initiator of Wards of State, Martijn van Rheenen, and the Nobel Books publisher intend to work. In line with this, a separate charitable support foundation has been established to fund the necessary legal costs and to ensure that, by law, every child facing youth care is assigned a lawyer: ‘Stichting Recht Kinderen van de Staat’ [i.e. the rights of wards of state; www.justicewardsofstate.eu).

THE PROCEDURES

Before going to the European Court of Justice (ECJ), the plan arose to first start national litigation proceedings directly against the Dutch Government for the most distressing issues, such as the heartlessly long waiting lists, the lack of adequate treatment, the arbitrary out-of-home placements and, in particular, the court-ordered supervision (OTS). The OTS is one of the most harrowing measures for any child and parent: family ties are cut, parents are given a few hours of visitation per year, children are alienated from their parents. Children are often traumatised by the time they are released from youth care, which is on the day they turn eighteen.

There is also another legal instrument available, namely that of exercising the right of complaint — for example, to the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR). In such a case, it would be the Dutch Government on the witness stand, rather than some defenceless children.

In order to successfully present such cases, the Netherlands fortunately has a corps of juvenile lawyers. Co-director of the foundation ‘Justice Wards of State’, Reinier Feiner, is also chairman of the Dutch association of cause lawyers [Vereniging Sociale Advocatuur Nederland (VSAN)] and board member of the association of juvenile lawyers in Rotterdam (Vereniging Jeugdrecht Advocaten Rotterdam (VJAR)). That is where the relevant lawyers will have to be found who will, for example, be able to hold children’s judges accountable.

The book that is now before you is essentially a cry for help, for Europe to break the rigidity of Dutch politics, the clique of civil servants and the bureaucracy of a failing market. The content of this book unfortunately remains current. The stories and analyses are not mere incidents but are routine occurrences in a process that continues to break children and their family ties, and has been doing so for decades.

In the following Foreword, Martijn van Rheenen, initiator of the Wards of State project and the Foundation ‘Recht Kinderen van de Staat’ writes candidly about his own experiences and his motivation for fighting this injustice.

Rob Bakker, publisher Nobel Boeken/Nobel Books

info:

www.justice-wards-of-state.eu

www.rechtkinderenvandestaat.nl (Dutch)

1   De Winter Committee, ‘Onvoldoende beschermd - Geweld in de Nederlandse jeugdzorg van 1945 tot heden’, (The Hague, 2019)

2   NOS, 1 January 2023.

3   Herstel van de machtsbalans, Lecture ‘Binnenhoflezing 2023’, Pieter Omtzigt, 6 September 2023.


FOREWORD

When I was 16, I was not doing so well. I was reminded of that time when, recently, I read an interview in the daily newspaper Het Parool of 16 September 1993. My father had abandoned our family years earlier, my brother had gone out into the world and my mother was struggling with addiction. At a certain point, it just became too much for me to bear and I left home. At that age, I was already making headlines in the national press: a boy who had to be cared for but had nowhere to go except to a closed care facility. In the Netherlands, this means losing all your rights and family ties until you turn eighteen. I didn’t want to go there, and I was saved by coincidence: on the very day that I needed it, a place had become available at an open institution — this was what rescued me, at 16 years old. But the government was always keeping tabs on me and the threat of incarceration was always looming, for as long as I was a minor.

After an eventful early life of ups and downs, the boy from back then did manage to get his life in order, have a family of his own and a healthy business. However, he has also seen too much to forget where he came from and how children in the Netherlands are still losing their homes and families when they become wards of state.

After a period of drifting around, on the run from child protection services who intended to lock me away, I ended up in juvenile court where the judge referred me to mental health care services. I would have ended up in a closed care facility for adult men, far away and isolated from the people I loved. I escaped that fate because, as luck would have it, someone knew about a place at a shelter in Amsterdam. In part, I also owe my rescue to myself, as I refused to bow to the pressure put on me by the Child Care and Protection Board. Thus, I stayed in my own neighbourhood (the Jordaan in Amsterdam), where I had my friends. I was able to go to my own school in the Bijlmer. This is what eventually saved me. Unfortunately, it was also the time when things did not end well for my mother: on 26 September 1993, 10 days after the article appeared in Het Parool, she ended her life. What has stayed with me most from that time is the guilt I felt over my mother’s death, and, after rereading the article, I also realise that I was lucky to escape. Even back then, the thought of children living in institutions where they don’t belong made me angry. This feeling has never left me.
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Daily newspaper Het Parool, 16 September 1993. Headline: ‘Peddling children every day’ and: ‘Appalling shortage of temporary shelters and foster families’. Quote from Martijn when he was 16: ‘Without Simon [who saved him by giving him a place to stay (ed.)], I would have been locked away in an institution.’

The loneliness was terrible, at times, but came with the fantastic pay-off of being free. When there is no one telling you what you cannot do, you dare to do so much more —and apparently you can, too. Thus, I ran towards life, knives out — and I still do. Sometimes exhausted after having overestimated myself, at other times flabbergasted at my own moments of success.

ENTREPRENEUR OR SHOW-OFF?

‘I am a bit of both. I like to do things myself, with people I trust around me. Since my childhood, I am distrusting of too much government interference and I don’t want to labelled. If I find something unacceptable, I am sometimes said to be a tad reluctant [laughs, ed.]. Let’s just say that, on my path to recognition — and, occasionally, retribution — I have become a bit of a show-off. But this also leads to beautiful things. With Momentum Capital1, my company, my co-workers and I have built a series of sustainable businesses, such as a leisure venture, in which we are creating beautiful experiences for families.’

WARDS OF STATE INITIATIVE

‘In 2008, I started to support a number of foundations for children and parents in trouble with the youth care system, and I found that, 15 years after my own experience, things have gotten worse rather than better. Nevertheless, I felt I was not doing enough, my contribution remained limited and the related impact proved even smaller. In 2015 when, due to policy changes, the authorities lost all track of the abuses in youth care, I began to investigate them myself. I named the project Wards of State. Most shocking were the reports of the Children’s Ombudsman that pointed to an extreme increase in out-of-home placements, increases in closed youth care admissions and in child abuse within the institutions.

I came into contact with investigative journalist Hélène van Beek as I was looking for someone to take a really thorough look at youth care in the Netherlands to reveal the nature of the abuses and give the first impetus to change. Hélène started her research in 2017, which resulted in her writing the book Kinderen van de Staat, funded by me and my company. The English version of which is now before you.’

WHY AN ENGLISH VERSION OF KINDEREN VAN DE STAAT?

‘Sadly, Hélène passed away in late 2022. We are grateful to her for the book and we will continue her fight. Publication of the book, in 2020, contributed to greater recognition of this problem in the Netherlands. The abuses in youth care are so horrific that I found it difficult to read the book. Children are still being locked away and placed in solitary confinement. I feel sorry not only for the parents and the children who have to endure this, but also for the staff in those institutions who deserve more of a chance to help these people. However, the recognition that followed after the book was published, in itself, does not solve things for all of these people. If we are to force positive change, we believe that we will need to take it all the way to the European Court of Human Rights, hence the English translation.’

THREATENING LETTERS

‘Efforts to put a quick end to the abuses are meeting with a lot of resistance. This also has to do with the revenue model of Dutch youth care. Of course I knew that I had touched on a sensitive subject, but I did not expect to receive threatening letters from the largest commercial youth care organisation in the country. That’s how far this goes.’

‘In the Netherlands, many things are really wrong, with the low threshold for removing children from their parental homes, the ways in which these removals are carried out, the abuses that take place in most of the institutions and the lack of a strategy for returning these children to their own environment. This calls for new legislation and proper enforcement of both new laws and existing rights. Unfortunately, the public outrage has made very little difference. We will have to take this fight to the courtroom.’

Finally, it is most important to do something in one’s own community for the parents and children who are struggling. Because it is true: ‘It takes a village to raise a child’.

Martijn van Rheenen

info:

https://martijnvanrheenen.nl

www.Justicewardsofstate.eu

1   https://momentumcapital.nl
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Street artist Judith de Leeuw working on her artwork of a pained girl on canvas, 8.5 X 5.5 metres. In New York, this piece was awarded and declared one of the ten most artistic street art works in the world.


PREFACE

‘What I am reading so far, as terrible and shocking as it is, it is just the tip of the iceberg. I dare to say that most the of the adolescents will be able to recount harsh experiences, from every year, every month, week, day and probably sometimes even every hour, and so could I. When people in the Netherlands hear about everything that is going on in youth care institutions, they would regard this as serious human rights violations. Fortunately, this is being brought to light, little by little, more often and better. Thank you for that.’ This is a WhatsApp message from a young man traumatised by his past in youth care. In Wards of State, he tells how the interference of youth care workers and his stay at a youth care facility broke him. Talking about his experiences opens up traumatic wounds for him. But he desperately wants the outside world to know about the abuses taking place at youth care facilities.

His story illustrates what has been and is still being done to many tens of thousands of children, every year. Children taken from their parental home — from the belief that they are being ‘saved’ — and left in the care of others, the guardians, youth protection workers, therapists and personal supervisors in the care homes. This, however, does not protect these children, who, as a result, become alienated from their parents and/or siblings and even more traumatised than they already are. Thus, their lives become permanently destroyed.

This book is about youth care as it is at this moment in time, in the Netherlands. But the stories told by these young people and parents about their experiences with youth care today do match those of the past. And most not positive. Children and adolescents placed out of home go from crisis shelter to family care home, and from institution to institution — sometimes staying in more than 40 different places in a single year. It is happening in this country. All are waiting for treatment and many face aggression and violence in the care homes. Wards of State is also about a controversy. The Netherlands is a ‘champion incarcerator’ of children. Every year, around three thousand children, none of them criminals, end up in the toughest care, in a closed youth care facility that is not very different from any other prison — under a regime known as JeugdzorgPlus. Even very young children end up in such places.

This book is also about the youth care giants, the juggernaut organisations that aim to become bigger and bigger. It describes market forces, cutthroat competition, money and power, as well as the chaos that ensued from the transfer of youth care from provinces to municipalities in 2015. It was all supposed to get better, but the harsh reality is that the decentralisation of youth care has been a deterioration. This reality is becoming more obvious by the day. There are waiting lists of many months for all forms of youth care. Municipal district teams tasked with organising the care are drowning in bureaucracy. The provision of youth care is not getting off the ground but rather is causing situations to escalate. The problems of children are piling up so high that, in the end, they are often beyond all help. In the institutions there are adolescents with such complex and often psychiatric problems, who are doing so badly that they no longer see a way out. In 2019, 15 children committed suicide while in a youth care facility, and 4 in a closed care facility [update from the editor: Of all adolescents who died in 2022, 1 in 5 died as a result of suicide (a total of 67)]. This is more than from road accidents or cancer. Suicide was also the leading cause of death amongst those in their twenties, with 1 in 3 deaths. [Source: Statistics Netherlands] These figures are shocking.

The financial situation in youth care is also disastrous. Municipalities are in danger of going bankrupt due to the enormous deficits regarding youth care. Organisations fail because, as they say, they are being squeezed out in the tenders by the municipalities, who are choosing the providers with the lowest rates. Youth care is very tough business. The care for children is tendered out in plots and lots by the contracting municipalities. It is about ‘performance agreements’ and about ‘inflow and outflow profiles’. In this world, EUR 3.75 billion is spent, annually. More than one billion of that money does not go to care, but simply disappears. These are the ‘administrative costs’, the costs of bureaucracy, money that is therefore not spent on caring for children. Directors and managers receive generous salaries.

Experts say that, ultimately, a parliamentary inquiry into the failing youth care system and how government authorities on all levels are ignoring this fact, will be inevitable. Such disregard also happens with respect to the violence and sexual abuse in the institutions, which is widespread. Over the past decade, three committees have been investigating this violence and abuse that is being swept under the carpet by institutions. Each of the three resulting reports led to shock when they came out. And three times, apologies followed from those responsible, including from the Minister of Health Welfare and Sport (VWS). But without this leading to any improvement; the situation in institutions is even worsening due to the current chaos in youth care. Violence and sexual abuse are on the rise again. Two recent abuses, a supervisor almost strangling a child and a gang rape amongst adolescents in a closed care facility, as described in this book, are sad illustrations of this fact.

The madness of tendering in youth care is also revealed with a painful example in Wards of State. Eighteen municipalities in North Holland wanted different, but mainly cheaper, closed youth care. Horizon, the expanding Rotterdam organisation, won this controversial tender with a slick story about an innovative alternative. The sad result is Antonius, in the village of Bakkum, a closed care institution for young people with complex problems, housed in a building that was ready for demolition. There are even suspicions about the tender possibly having been fraudulent. Nobody is putting an end to the fiercely criticised situation in Bakkum; neither the municipalities involved nor the Inspectorate. As they also refuse to do in other places where things go wrong.

In the youth care sector, many people work extremely hard, using their heart and soul. But they often do not receive the support and financial appreciation they deserve from the organisations they work for. This is one of the reasons why there is such a dire shortage of qualified staff. A remarkable number of people wanted to contribute in Wards of State, but only dared to speak off the record or under a pseudonym. Former youth care staff members were in fear of adverse reactions, even when their current job was elsewhere. Children and their parents are afraid that they will be stigmatised for the rest of their lives if they would be mentioned under their real name.

Wards of State, which gives a penetrating insight into the world of youth care, could only be published thanks to concerned individuals and various foundations recognised the level of urgency of investigating the abuses that exist. Thank you all for that. Many thanks also go to street artist Judith de Leeuw, one of the Wards of State. She became internationally known with her artwork. Judith created the impressive artwork for the cover of the book, which shows a young woman tormented by abuse at a closed care facility.

PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

Both the publisher and the author received many reactions when Wards of State was first published. The wards of state themselves called the book ‘very impressive and moving’ and were ‘super happy and enthusiastic’ about it. One interviewee reported having to cry while reading the book. ‘What a beautiful and amazing book,’ wrote another. ‘I was late for an appointment as I was completely lost in it.’ One reader wrote: ‘The personal stories are already touching me. I think a healthy suspicion about our youth care system is always in order.’ Volkskrant newspaper columnist Harriet Duurvoort reported on Twitter about Wards of State: ‘Since I started reading this afternoon, I have been holding my breath’. And in her column she wrote ‘Dismantle youth care and protection’.

Meanwhile, new reports on youth care continue to come out daily. About large, continued municipal deficits, as youth care costs continue to skyrocket. About parents desperately looking for the right kind of help for their child. The Health and Youth Care Inspectorate (IGJ) published an alarming ‘progress report’ on faltering youth protection and youth probation shortly after Wards of State was published. The report concluded that nothing had been done with its earlier critical reports on the failure of youth care. The Inspectorate demanded an ‘unorthodox action-oriented approach’. The problems in youth care that arose since the decentralisation in 2015 have still not been resolved. And it is questionable whether this will ever happen, unless the system is turned upside down again.

The Netherlands is a ‘champion’ of child incarceration and removing children from their parental home. The number of out-of-home placements has increased rather than decreased. In our country, some 46,000 children are no longer living with their parents. Half of them are in youth care institutions. Every year, around 3,000 children are staying at a closed care facility, under the JeugdzorgPlus regime. Facilities that are not unlike prisons. Over 180,000 children in the Netherlands suffer from serious psychiatric problems, but, for them, getting the care they need is no longer self-evident. The provision of this care was taken away from psychiatrists after the decentralisation. Since that time, municipalities are determining what happens to a ‘mentally ill’ child. After all, the municipalities are paying for the provided care. The new Child and Youth Act envisaged more effective youth care, preferably within the family itself, or as close to home as possible. None of this has eventuated. The municipalities have had to cut spending on youth care by 15%, and also had to set up completely new units — the district teams — to organise that care. This has required a huge amount of money. National and local politicians are calling for intervention, even a complete systems change. Experts call the current Child and Youth Act an outright disaster.

There is more criticism. Market forces, the single pursuit of profit and the tenders bring nothing but misery. Youth care institutions may benefit, but the children do not — after all, the focus is on finances not on quality of care. The municipal council members in the Netherlands, who have to monitor the work done by their Mayor and the Executive, have no grip on how youth care is being executed — nor on the related tenders, as they also acknowledge themselves. They lack the time needed to master this very intractable dossier, nor do they have the expertise to do so. The tender in northern North Holland that led to the establishment of the new closed care institution Antonius in Bakkum is a poignant example of how things can go wrong with incompetent officials in charge of tendering highly specialised help.

Critics are increasingly calling for a parliamentary inquiry into the failure of youth care decentralisation, this will not solve any immediate problems. It would be a good thing if municipalities would no longer need to procure youth care themselves, each having to deal separately with time-consuming and costly tenders. Perhaps this authorisation should be returned to the provinces or to the national government. Council members should also be able to effectively monitor youth care in their municipality. This requires real transparency. Under the guise of ‘competition’, EU tenders are currently taking place in the greatest secrecy. This means that there is no way for council members, citizens and youth care organisations to find out how a certain tender was handled.

Parliament is also being sidelined. Parliamentarians do know that things are going wrong in the youth care sector. They see and hear from experts, citizens and distraught parents that children do not get the necessary specialised care, that there are long waiting lists, that too many children continue to be locked up in solitary confinement, and that many children fall victim to suicide. But they have few or no tools to intervene, precisely because youth care was transferred to the municipalities. Nor are they able to force the Minister or State Secretary of Health, who are responsible for youth care, to act. The supervising organisations, such as the Health and Youth Care Inspectorate (IGJ), need to do a much better and more active job of checking whether good youth care is being provided. There is currently a lot of criticism of their ‘remote inspection’. The supervising organisations do not really intervene — they never, for instance, decide to close a youth care institution, permanently or otherwise.

Within youth care organisations themselves, monitoring and participation must also be better regulated and guaranteed. Although there are supervisory boards, client councils or other participatory bodies, practice shows that children — and their parents in particular — have very little say in the matter. Nor are the care institutions’ supervisory boards critical of the way the institutions are governed. They are part of the system. The financial ins and outs of youth care organisations, which often fall under large holding companies, are mostly not transparent. Thus, it cannot be checked, for instance, whether the money is actually spent on youth care or goes to overhead, marketing or (too) high directors’ salaries. The Minister of Health is responsible for the system. He is ultimately responsible for good quality youth care in the Netherlands. But, to date, this minister has rarely interfered in the content, pointing to the municipalities for problems to do with youth care. What he does do is to present countless action plans and reports.

When it comes to queries, the spokespersons of youth care organisations, municipalities and the Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport hardly want to cooperate. Rarely, in a journalistic investigation, has it taken so much effort and perseverance to obtain any answers. On tricky issues, it was almost never possible to speak to those responsible themselves, such as the minister, council executives or directors of youth care institutions. Time and again, spokespersons have argued that all these questions or negative publicity would be at the expense of the ‘vulnerable children’.

The book Wards of State is about those ‘vulnerable children’. The story is largely told by them and written mainly for them. Awareness will hopefully be achieved by exposing what is going wrong in the youth care sector and by breaking down the walls of this almost impregnable stronghold. Hopefully, this will lead to improvements. And perhaps, in the future, things will get better for the wards of state, as well.

Hélène van Beek, Nijmegen, 2020/2021


1 BECOMING ACQUAINTED



Tim

Tim was lying on the sofa, motionless. Our marathon interview about abuse and neglect, his life in foster care and a youth care institution in Deelen came to an abrupt end when Tim passed out. Talking about his traumatic experiences just became too much for him. Before he lost consciousness, Tim had been talking gibberish, making no sense and speaking in English for many minutes — all due to stress. Tim, not even 30 years old at the time of the interview, was already walking with a cane because of the pain in his body, which was partly caused by the traumas he suffered as a result of child abuse. Tim, small in stature with medium-long hair was wearing a cardigan, jeans and sneakers. During the interview in his flat, he regularly made his way to the extraction fan, to smoke a cigarette while leaning against the countertop. Tim is one of the people I interviewed for this book — ‘Wards of State’ — in which young adults talk about how their lives have been devastated after having being torn away from their families and forced to live in care homes and institutions. Too much had happened. Tim was in an extremely bad state and ‘weary of life’.

Currently, there are 46,000 children in the Netherlands not living with their parents. They are staying in foster homes or children’s youth care homes. For their own good, or so it is said. Where out-of-home placements are concerned, the Netherlands is unquestionably in the lead within Europe. There is no other European country where this many children are living in foster care or children’s homes. This unfortunate front-runner position is the result of the way the Netherlands has organised its national youth care system. Children are taken away from their parents, either due to a saviour’s mentality amongst the authorities involved, or because they are simply accustomed to doing so, or because of the position of power of youth care professionals. For reasons of suspected child abuse, or because parents are considered unable to take care of their children, or because of the children’s own behavioural problems that make them a danger to themselves and/or their environment. Each year, up to 3000 children end up in the most severe form of youth care: in closed care facilities under what is known as the JeugdzorgPlus regime [intensive youth care method, ed.]. The stories of kids who this applies to are staggeringly similar. They are lifted from their beds in the middle of the night or plucked from schoolyards by the police and dragged off in police vans. Their stories all refer to loneliness, lack of trust, aggression and violence, and to the horrors of closed care facilities, where children are physically restrained and frisked. They are also all about prison regimes, anti-tear clothing and solitary confinement; about drugs being abundantly available in these places, about kids running away, and about attempted and actual suicide. The stories are also about the lack of proper treatment or good quality education. About the kids not being heard by their guardians, therapists, counsellors or mentors, nor by the Child Care and Protection Board or the juvenile courts — the ones responsible for out-of-home placement of these children and for locking some of them up in closed care facilities. Equally disturbing and worryingly similar are the stories about what happens to them after they leave these institutions. Most of them never graduate from school; their lives are marked by alcohol or drug addiction or they become addicted to gambling. Rarely ever do they have stable relationships or jobs. Large numbers of them have children themselves when they are still very young. They trust no one, are depressed or even suicidal. All are traumatised. Although the experiences described in this book are those of the main characters Tim, Babs, Jason, Nola, Patricia, Vanessa and Judith, these are also the experiences of many other young people and their parents. All of them have been scarred or traumatised by youth care. They are the wards of state.


‘The Netherlands unrivalled with regard to the number of out-of-home placements’



Babs

Babs was 17, the first time I spoke with her. She had tried to hang herself in a closed care facility in the Dutch village of Zetten, using a rope she crocheted herself. When I talked to her, she had just moved into a flat at an RIBW [regional institute for sheltered housing, ed.] in Arnhem, an organisation that guides young people to live independently. The flat was rather run-down, with wrecked doors, a leaking kitchen tap and the previous occupant’s dirty dishes still in the sink.

Babs had been taken to a closed care facility after her father died, leaving her with a mother who abused her, which had subsequently led to Babs becoming both aggressive and suicidal. She used to cut herself, was dealing drugs and became addicted to both alcohol and drugs. In the past, Babs had already been staying in various family care homes as well as a crisis shelter. In the end, she was admitted to a closed youth care facility — what is euphemistically called JeugdzorgPlus (a more intensive form of youth care, ed.). The fact that Babs was still alive to tell me about her experience in youth care was only thanks to a security guard who had gotten to her just in time to prevent her from hanging herself, thus saving her life. Two years after our interview, Babs (19) was no longer staying in that tattered flat; last I heard, she was living with her boyfriend with whom she had just had a baby daughter.

Jason

Over the course of thirteen months, Jason had stayed in five different places, including a psychiatric hospital and closed care facilities for youth care in the villages of Harreveld and Hoenderloo. He has had to deal with more than 50 social workers. I spoke to him for the first time in Diemen, when he was 20 years old and staying at a sheltered housing complex consisting of shipping containers stacked on top of each other. His rectangular flat on the ground floor was dark but clean. On the table a box of tissues with the song lyrics: ‘It’s my party and I cry if I want to’ printed on it. Jason had been abused for many years by his alcoholic father and his mentally challenged brother. Despite the warm weather, he was wearing a cap, a long-sleeved t-shirt and trousers, as he preferred not to show his arms and legs which were full of scars from cutting himself. He was also a figurehead, fighting against abuses in youth care, and an eloquent speaker who comes across well in the media. But appearances are deceptive. Often, that same Jason would be in very bad shape.

NOLA

I spoke with Nola when she was 14 years old and still living at the Transferium, a closed care facility in the municipality of Heerhugowaard. When we met, she was on leave for the second time. I met her and her mother at a grand café. Nola looked like a typical adolescent girl, with her hair pulled back tightly in a bun. She had beautiful eyes, a somewhat timid demeanour and spoke in a soft voice. Nola was scheduled to leave the care facility permanently, in about a month’s time. Originally, Nola had left home because she had been fed up with the situation there. While her parents were fighting a bitter divorce, all the attention had been focused on her brother, who had already been removed from the parental home, as he was exhibiting intolerable behaviour, according to their mother. Nola had roamed the streets at night, popping ecstasy pills, smoking weed and drinking alcohol. She talked rather matter-of-factly about ‘chilling’ on the streets and hanging out at shopping centres with her friends. She became emotional when talking about the violence in the institution — committed not only by the young residents themselves, but also and in particular by the staff, who would intimidate the children under their care and team up to grab them and drag them off to solitary confinement.

Patricia

Patricia cannot share her experiences of confinement because she is no longer alive. She committed suicide at the age of 15, while staying in the closed youth care facility in Hoenderloo. I spoke with Lucia and Gerard, her sympathetic parents. Patricia’s Facebook page was still available, with photographs showing what she had looked like in life. Full lips, dark hair and expressive eyes. Cheerful photographs of her and her friends, with flowers in their hair. But also one of Patricia with a bandaged hand. Her parents talked about the walls they used to run into when looking for the right kind of help for their daughter who was suffering from psychiatric problems. For four years, the traumatised and suicidal Patricia did not receive the right kind of help in her home province of Zeeland. Then, at long last, her parents thought they had found a suitable place of treatment: De Smaragd, a closed youth care facility in the Province of Gelderland, where children were being treated in a small group environment that had only recently opened for those suffering from very complex issues. It was there, six weeks after she arrived, that Patricia committed suicide by hanging herself using shoelaces.

Vanessa

From the time she was six years old, Vanessa’s world involved child welfare services. I met her when she was 31, addicted to gambling and suffering from depression, living in a small dwelling in a working-class neighbourhood. The living room was jam-packed and heavy curtains were framing the windows. During our interview, Vanessa received a number of phone calls. She was running a ‘private sauna’ that could be booked day and night, which is why she needed to be ‘on call’. From time to time, she stood in the doorway to smoke a cigarette. A can of Red Bull energy drink sat on the table. Her mother had been an alcoholic, her father a violent man, addicted to cocaine, who had been murdered. Vanessa eventually ended up in the closed youth care facilities in Zetten and Harreveld. She became pregnant at 17, was a prostitute for a while and suffered abuse from various partners. Vanessa became aggressive herself and stabbed a friend with a paring knife. At the time of our interview, she had two children, also with the necessary problems. However, not long ago, her life took a turn for the better; she married and moved into a nicer house. Nevertheless, she also continued to be traumatised.

JUDITH

Judith was 22 at the time of our first interview. After a chaotic period, she had ended up in a closed youth care facility in Zeist. Although she was not a criminal, she had felt as if she was in prison there, all the same. I spoke with her in her spacious flat in the Bijlmer [a suburb in Amsterdam, ed.]. She felt happy there. The table covered in all sorts of stuff and ashtrays filled to the brim. Although Judith had spent ‘only’ a few months in the closed care facility, this nevertheless left its traumatic mark. Of all the people I interviewed, Judith was the only one who succeeded in achieving her goal for the future: she became a street artist, with commissions to apply her wall paintings to buildings all over the world. On the facade of a building in Amsterdam, she portrayed legendary Jewish singer Amy Winehouse, who died of alcohol poisoning at a young age. Judith created the artwork for the original Dutch version of Wards of State (Kinderen van de Staat), depicting a visibly tormented girl, on a 5.5m x 8.5m canvas. The art work won awards in New York and was declared one of the 10 most artistic works of street art in the world. By making this work of art and by telling her personal story, Judith continues to contribute to the battle against the injustice of locking up innocent young people.


2 ROTTEN SYSTEM



‘Thank you for your message, good to see that attention is still being paid to our “concerns about youth care”. The problems are persistent and long-lasting, which saddens us here at our offices every day. Yet, as befits good citizens of Rotterdam, we will keep rolling up our sleeves, again and again, and persevere. Part of our society seems to be looking away, while the future of children, and therefore also of our society, is at stake. I have been working in this industry for 36 years, but have never found the situation more worrying than it is today.’ Signed: juvenile lawyer Marjolein Rietbergen of Meesters aan de Maas, a socially engaged law firm in Rotterdam. In her open letter and the article she wrote about cases from her everyday practice (titled ‘Kinderen, hun verhalen uit mijn dagelijkse praktijk’), both published on the firm’s website, Rietbergen expresses her concerns about youth care. Which is why she promptly consented when asked for her permission to include a description of some of the harrowing cases from her article in this book. She welcomes the attention to the failing youth care system.

These are some of the examples from her practice:

‘She is seven, seven years young, yet already old... Seven years of living in various places, without ever having had a home. An addicted mother, a violent stepfather. A little girl with adult eyes that have seen too much violence. A scared little girl, too — who drowns out her fear by lashing out in a way that, in turn, also generates fear. What to do with her? She was breaking windows, threateningly waving a piece of glass around, throwing her baby sister off the dresser... This last matter resulted in her being sent to an institution... and then to another. But without the desired result. An application for a closed youth care facility had been approved, but none had a place available. Her name was added to the waiting list. Only seven years old.’

‘Thirteen years old, a good brain, her CITO scores [exam for secondary school placement, ed.] revealed a pre-university (VWO) educational level. “She’ll get there”, one would think, but where...? For no obvious reason, she suddenly decided she did not want to go on living, flipping out completely. The question was why — she needed a professional assessment... there was a waiting list. She needed to be admitted... another waiting list. JeugdzorgPlus — a fancy name for prison gates and frisking.’

‘Fifteen-year-old twins with problems. Getting their social care off the ground proved a difficult process. The undoubtedly well-meaning judge granted a supervision order. “Oh well, such a supportive measure is only for your own good, anyway.” The family was informed that the twins had been placed on the waiting list, which is nice, but being on a waiting list does not take into account the children who then think that, meanwhile, they can just carry on as they always have. One of the twins was doing fine, the other was not. Then the first real family guardian was appointed, who unfortunately fell ill and was replaced after some weeks by the second family guardian, a nice pregnant lady who went on maternity leave fairly soon after her appointment and was replaced by a substitute family guardian. However, the day of the hearing was this substitute guardian’s day off, which was why she needed to be replaced by yet another substitute guardian.’

Lawyer Marjolein Rietbergen concluded her open letter as follows: ‘Children don’t care about waiting lists, care assessment decisions, paperwork or procedures. They are our future and deserve the right treatment at the right location, if possible while staying within their own family environment. A self-respecting society should care about the interests of its young citizens and not resign itself to a situation of waiting lists, failing care, excessive bureaucratisation and family guardians who are barely getting round to doing any real work. The child in us, the child we all were once or could have been, OUR children deserve our care: hold on to them and don’t let go. Would that take the urgency out of the open letter? Well no, as far as I am concerned, we should stay vigilant, a fire should burn in all of us to keep going for the sake of all those children; a fire that should NEVER be extinguished.’

The urgency will not be abated. The Inspectorates of the Dutch Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport (VWS) and Justice and Security (JenV), for example, published a report in November 2019, about vulnerable children being insufficiently protected, titled ‘Kwetsbare kinderen onvoldoende beschermd’. The report confirms all the concerns, as also expressed by this juvenile lawyer from Rotterdam. It is mainly about children whose development is being threatened. They are abused or neglected or are a danger to themselves or their environment. These children and young people are placed under supervision, an ‘OTS’, as it is called in juvenile court, or end up being removed from their home (out-of-home placement). Following such a court order, child care and protection services become tasked with organising a more involved type of care. In many cases, however, such care arrives too late or does not get off the ground at all, due to the long waiting lists for almost every situation in nearly every location.

The Inspectorates are running out of patience and will no longer tolerate this state of affairs. This is what they wrote: ‘The Inspectorates see that the most vulnerable children and their families end up on a string of successive waiting lists for district teams, Veilig Thuis (a Dutch aid organisation regarding domestic violence and child abuse, ed.), Child Care and Protection services, institutions for youth protection and youth probation and other specialised care organisations. Child judges, clients, youth protection workers and the institutions involved are sounding the alarm about these waiting lists. The entire youth care and protection chain is under maximum pressure.’

Interestingly, precisely at that moment, in a concerted action, Hugo de Jonge, the then Minister of Health, Welfare and Sport (VWS) and Sander Dekker of the Ministry of Justice and Security (JenV) published their own report. According to these ministers, besides the additional EUR 1 billion needed up to 2021 to reduce a variety of waiting lists, what was also needed was ‘a better organisation of the youth care system [...] to fulfil the promises of the Child and Youth Act’. Their report calling for a change in system. In it, the ministers focus on the type of assistance that is currently not set in motion for children with severe psychiatric problems, those who are suicidal or have life-threatening eating disorders. There are also alarming reports about this in the media. To solve this problem, the two ministers wanted to turn part of the youth care system on its head by obliging municipalities to apply mandatory ‘supra-regional and regional cooperation’. With this measure, they would partly be reversing the decentralisation of youth care, which was implemented in 2015 and is discussed at length in this book.

DIAGNOSIS

When the new Child and Youth Act came into force, in 2015, municipalities became responsible for all forms of youth care, both substantively and financially, including youth mental health and addiction care (GGZ), child psychology and specialist child and adolescent psychiatry. In the run-up to the new Child and Youth Act, very many experts, particularly child psychiatrists, already warned about the great risks of transferring the responsibility for child mental health care to municipalities — as this is a medical specialism and, therefore, should not and cannot be a task for municipalities.

Outsourcing the responsibility for child psychiatry to the municipalities was a cardinal error, a ‘flaw in the law that is now leading to a great deal of misery’, agreed Douwe Jan Elzinga, Professor of Constitutional Law at the University of Groningen. ‘Since 2015, it has been my position that this is an extremely fragile and complicated matter that does not belong in the hands of municipalities, at all. Specialist youth care, in particular, should not be subject to politics. It simply and solely must be the responsibility of medical experts.’


‘Decentralisation is a solution of convenience to cut costs and nothing more than that.’



However, youth care has indeed become political, both at Dutch municipalities and youth care organisations. As a result, children are receiving the right type of care either too late or not at all. Parents who are desperately seeking help are being sent from pillar to post while discussions are ongoing about the type of help their child should be getting: ‘regular’ youth care (i.e. supported ‘parenting’) or mental health care.

According to child psychiatrist Peter Dijkshoorn, director at Accare (a large children’s mental health institution), children are fruitlessly sent from one place to the next, because each subsequent institution (i.e. for youth care, disabilities or psychiatry) is of the opinion that their type of care would not be the right care for the child involved. ‘There are children who are being passed on from psychiatry to the LVB group (i.e. the group of mildly mentally retarded children — “Oh horrors, can’t we say something like ‘of low intelligence?’ instead?” —after which they are bounced right back again to psychiatry. Because, “as luck would have it”, their level of intelligence was assessed found to be just high enough for them to qualify for psychiatry. And things are no different between youth care and psychiatry.’

Dijkshoorn is stepping down as director at Accare and is going to apply himself to improving youth assistance in his role of ‘National ambassador for a learning youth care system’. He will do so on behalf of the Association of Netherlands Municipalities (VNG), the umbrella organisation of all Dutch municipalities responsible for youth assistance since 2015. Dijkshoorn is an inspired man. One of the issues he wants to tackle is that of prejudice in youth care. Currently, for financial or other reasons, children must be divided into certain categories, such as having behavioural or parenting problems or a psychiatric disorder. If a child does not fit into one of the categories, its problems are said to be ‘too complex’ to be treated in one place.

Psychiatrist Dijkshoorn is of the opinion that this method is wrong.
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In the Netherlands, minors who have been
placed under state supervision or have been
removed from their home environment at the
order of Youth Care are what we call wards
of state. Youth care in the Netherlands is a
market that is driven by perverse incentives,
as this book makes clear. A market where
expansion and money take precedence

Héléne van Beek author

Investigative journalist and
author who worked freelance
forthe Dutchdaily newspaper
‘Trouw' and television shows
‘Zembla’ and ‘Witteman
Ontdekt’” (VARA television).
She worked on the Dutch version of this
book [Kinderen van de Staat] for three
years. In the process, she interviewed many
adolescents and their parents, care workers
and experts from the youth care sector, as
well as juvenile lawyers. She consulted all
current research and literature. By filing
a WOB request (Government Information
(Public Access) Act) and talking with key
sources, she uncovered secret information
about a controversial tender for closed
youth care.

Nobel Boeken

over the welfare of young people. A world in
which truth and the best possible care are
not of paramount importance. The transla-
tion is mainly intended for readers in Europe
and may serve as documentation for any EU
legal action. It is also a tribute to the jour-
nalistic work of the author Héléne van Beek
(1964-2022).

Martijn van Rheenen foreword

A Dutch entrepreneur and
investor who strongly be-
lieves in taking corporate
social responsibility. He is
also a supporter of various
foundations and an initiator
of social projects. In 2008, he began to
support foundations for the children and
parents who found themselves in trouble
with the youth care system. In 2015, when
policy changes caused authorities to lose all
sight of the abuses in youth care, he start-
ed investigating these abuses himself. He
called the project ‘Kinderen van de Staat’
[wards of state]

Rob Bakker

Journalist, author, historian and publisher of
Nobel Books. He modified the original Dutch
version of this book to make it accessible to
European Institutions.
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